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Chapter 6

Conclusion 
Making sense of intergenerational trends

“Young people constantly shake and shape society  
but are also shaped and shaken by it.”

This statement by De Boeck and Honwana (2005, p. 3) illustrates the 
interplay that this dissertation has tried to capture. On the one hand, I 
showed how the children of migrants are not passive victims of the soci-
etal struggles they are embedded in; they actively seek their own ways of 
being, feeling safe and belonging, while aiming to move forward in ways 
that seem promising within a particular period of their lives. On the other 
hand, I show how prevalent yet often intangible sociopolitical and struc-
tural forces are, as they coerce, push and entangle young people into ines-
capable patterns. As such, I have focused on understanding how children 
of migrants navigate social vulnerabilities such as low levels of education 
and social marginalization, and how their tactics and strategies enable 
or impede reiteration across the generations. I approached this topic by 
conducting research at a primary and a secondary school in the district of 
Neukölln, in Berlin, Germany, where I tried to uncover what is at stake for 
the students and their families. To gain insights into how people’s move-
ments in uncertain circumstances influence intergenerational trends, I ob-
served and analysed everyday practices in homes, neighbourhoods and at 
school. Additionally, I examined how the sociopolitical contexts, school-
ing and legal structures affected choices and future perspectives. My study 
linked local everyday practices with shifting national and global forces to 
provide new insights into the interplay of factors that reiterate social vul-
nerabilities across the generations in Neukölln. Using this approach, I was 
able to highlight the value of considering present actions and reactions for 
understanding the shaping of intergenerational trends. 

My specific attention on how forces from various settings in-
fluenced the positioning and future perspectives of students and their 
families revealed several obstacles they encountered, such as feelings of 
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discrimination, social control, challenging schooling transitions and the 
effects of a drawn-out temporary protection status. These obstacles pre-
sented challenges to optimally seizing opportunities through education. 
How students and their families navigated these obstacles was tightly in-
terwoven with their own dispositions that were shaped by the past, per-
ceptions of the present and expectations of the future, and provided clues 
as to how intergenerational trends take shape. Although I acknowledge 
the importance of the past and relevance of future perspectives, my prima-
ry concern was on the influence of practices and encounters in the present. 
Such a focus revealed how everyday social navigation—the description of 
practices in unstable and unsettled places (Vigh, 2009)—creates challeng-
es to forging new pathways toward social mobility. The aim of this disser-
tation has therefore not been to describe definitive terms of reiteration or 
resistance, but to understand how intergenerational trends are influenced 
by obstacles and everyday practices within the microworlds inhabited by 
the children of migrants. 

While quantitative data convincingly demonstrates that social 
marginalization, poverty and low levels of education are transmitted 
across generations (Bezirksamt Neukölln, 2016), the chapters of this dis-
sertation reveal no linear paths toward reiteration; rather, multi-layered 
and interweaving sociopolitical forces were tightly bound within fragile 
and unpredictable social settings, which required constant adaptations 
and reorientations. I show, therefore, how educational reform can create 
new opportunities. And yet, existing deep-seated structural and sociopo-
litical processes create persistent barriers for children of migrants to be 
able to follow promising pathways through education. 

Revealing obstacles and pathways
Through categorizing fieldwork findings and analysis within Bronfen-
brenner’s (1979) ecological layers of micro-, meso-, exo- and macro- levels, 
I outlined various obstacles to seizing opportunities through education. 
Moreover, by distinguishing obstacle effects on the students versus their 
families, I showed how actions and reactions to unfolding circumstances 
exacerbate the challenges to breaking intergenerational trends. Within 
this dissertation, obstacles are defined as barriers to seizing opportunities 
through education; pathways are the navigational approaches used when 
confronted with, and moving within or around, the given obstacles. In 
other words, the pathways are the directions my interlocutors took as they 
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tried to manage, deal with, or escape various obstacles. The tight inter-
weaving of obstacles and pathways meant the pathways at times became 
obstacles themselves. This becomes more apparent as I discuss the differ-
ent layers of influence.

My focus on how the children of migrants navigated different mi-
croworlds, such as home, school, neighbourhoods and greater Berlin, re-
vealed discrimination, social control and the social effects of rapid process-
es of gentrification to be the dominant obstacles. This study revealed what 
moved, pushed or even manipulated my interlocutors in specific ways as 
they navigated within and toward social spaces. Collectively, as detailed in 
chapter two, these obstacles greatly limited boys and girls in their ability 
to navigate the public realm, especially beyond the migrant-dominated 
spaces of Neukölln. Yet, how their effects played out varied by gender; 
their experiences revealed that a darker and “un-German”-like phenotyp-
ical appearance led to feelings of discrimination and affected how boys, 
especially, were limited in terms of how and where they navigated outside 
of Neukölln. For girls, social control enacted by large family networks 
limited the capacity to move freely and thereby restricted their ability to 
shape belonging beyond the spaces of home and school. For both genders, 
these obstacles confined present and future pathways to being most com-
monly envisioned within the migrant communities; that in turn dimin-
ished the shaping of identities and forms of belonging beyond the family 
and ethnic communities. 

A complex set of hurdles was also situated within secondary 
schooling decisions. Chapter three, with its focus on the meso-level—the 
link between home and school—revealed how smooth secondary school-
ing choices and transitions were hindered by prevailing systematic chal-
lenges and institutional validation pressures as well as by social pressures. 
Additionally, how mothers and daughters evaluated and navigated social 
control, risks and fears greatly limited schooling options for girls. School-
ing decisions became drawn-out times of insecurity for migrant mothers 
and their daughters, subjugated by safety and proximity concerns. The 
challenges of navigating power differentials between parents, school staff 
and external service providers, as well as between parents and children, 
confounded clear paths toward optimal schooling choices. 

Effects of the exo-structures—legal and institutional systems—on 
a family showed how Duldung, the so-called toleration status providing 
temporary suspension of deportation for asylum seekers, is a major obsta-
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cle to focusing on promising futures through education. Toleration status, 
as described in chapter four, did not allow students to find employment, 
graduate in the highest tier of the education system, preventing post-sec-
ondary education or travel beyond the city state. The status was exposed 
as a multigenerational ordeal creating parallel challenges for parents and 
their children. Pathways that formed from this insecure status over 16 
years, coupled with past traumas of the parents, suppressed future dreams 
and instead invigorated tactics of survival for the present. Effects of the 
status and its navigational tactics differed according to gender and birth 
order. In one family, the eldest two girls I interviewed took on the caretak-
ing of the youngest three siblings, while the eldest son joined Neukölln’s 
underworld of gangs and illegal activities to shape a sense of indepen-
dence. The youngest children, buffered by the parenting of their sisters, 
did not feel the acute effects of toleration status. This showed how a state 
of permanent temporariness immobilized yet also animated life (Bailey, 
Wright, Mountz, & Miyares, 2002). However, how the eldest children 
in the family navigated the status had detrimental effects on their edu-
cational trajectories, their ability to form a sense of belonging and the 
shaping of promising future perspectives. Despite gaining citizenship, the 
family remained in a state of permanent temporariness, struggling to find 
promising pathways.

The macro-level—the societal blueprint—had profound impacts 
on the students. This was highlighted in chapter five through an anal-
ysis of Muslim students’ reactions to the Charlie Hebdo terror attacks. 
Everyday processes such as feelings of discrimination, misrepresentation 
and being misunderstood arose as central concerns for students when re-
acting to the attacks. Furthermore, bullying and peer pressure came to the 
forefront as additional challenges contributing to their shifting subject 
positions; Muslim and “foreigner” identity formation; and how their inse-
cure positions within the sociopolitical contexts played out. Amidst rising 
xenophobia and social polarization, these obstacles contributed to forti-
fying religious and ethnic belonging and identities, creating strong in-
group and out-group distinctions between peers from different ethnic and 
religious origins. Such divisionary lines further encapsulated individuals 
into their own families, ethnicities and religions, challenging the ability to 
seize opportunities beyond the peripheries of these groups. 

Collectively, the chapters show the multifaceted nature of the path-
ways at play and how obstacles are numerous and multi-layered. Students 
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practicing Islam, in particular, felt that their identities, sense of belonging 
and futures were uncertain as they faced challenges on multiple fronts. How 
these different pathways affected individuals cannot be uniformly described; 
they varied according to gender and age and sometimes even depended on 
context and timing. Yet, central to all the chapters were the limited ability to 
navigate pathways unreservedly, the enduring effects of discrimination and 
an ambiguous sense of belonging—topics that I turn to next. 

Navigating aspirations within safe spaces 
Through ethnography, the research captured students’ aspirations and 
how they situated themselves in relation to schooling. Simultaneously, 
it highlighted how the sociopolitical environment in and beyond school 
influenced positioning, educational choices and future horizons. Physi-
cal surroundings and the social environment influence every endeavour 
(Vigh, 2009). As the ethnographic moment in the introduction chapter 
described, an empty hallway can be full of stories, echoing events from the 
past, the present and an anticipated future. While students and teachers 
made noise behind closed doors, the dismal hallway revealed a fragile se-
renity that could erupt into action at any moment. Spaces are deeply con-
nected to the social realm, and therefore no student really walked down 
the same hallway twice; an individual’s mood, stance and positioning in-
teracted with their experience of the space. And the social realm, even 
from behind closed doors, could be projected onto a bystander. 

Space, if it feels unsafe, can contribute to a state of crisis. Accord-
ing to Vigh (2008), crisis is “an experience of fragmentation and deterio-
ration coupled with an inability to change the forces affecting our lives in 
a negative matter.” (p. 14). For my interlocutors, crisis existed on multiple 
levels. Non-migrant spaces were considered unsafe because of fears of dis-
crimination, especially when navigating them alone. At the same time, 
the once-claimed “foreigner” district of Neukölln now created increased 
feelings of insecurity and fear because of rapid gentrification and effects 
such as housing insecurity and social shifts in public spaces. Furthermore, 
Neukölln’s social spaces were not unaffected by the chronic state of crisis 
communities experienced because of toleration status. Suspicion, distrust 
and fear were part of everyday existence. Additionally, the acute crisis 
created by the Charlie Hebdo attack revealed spatially and socially em-
bedded feelings of discrimination, misrepresentation and marginalization. 
Crisis was therefore endemic and enduring. 
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When crisis occurs—whether a large-scale attack, such as that 
on Charlie Hebdo, or everyday aggressions that culminate to become re-
gional or societal problems—it is closely bound with crisis on societal 
and personal levels (Scheper-Huges, 2008). For my interlocutors, instead 
of navigating according to social goals and prospective positions (Vigh, 
2009), states of crisis caused constant reorientation to adjust to insecure 
and shifting social spaces. The ability to be flexible and to react quickly 
within the unfolding social realms then became a tactical necessity. De 
Certeau’s (1988) distinction between tactics and strategies is used by Vigh 
(2009) to delineate how “strategies are the process of demarcating and 
constituting space and tactics the process of navigating it” (p. 424). The 
distinction shows how those without the ability to control or influence 
circumstances are tactically navigating, and thereby adjusting, to the spac-
es strategically controlled by powerful others. However, such a reliance on 
tactical moves, which tended to be reactive rather than proactive, dimin-
ished focus on educational opportunities. In other words, feelings of being 
unsafe resulted in the necessity of alertness in the present and reduced 
the ability to plan for the future. This was especially apparent with Imani 
and her brother Samir, discussed in chapter four, whose education prom-
ised no respite for the family from present or future social pressures. And 
equally, as shown in chapter three, feeling safe within certain social circles 
seemed more imperative than seizing educational opportunities in schools 
with few to no students who appeared to have or identified as having a 
“migration background.” 

Using the concept of limited navigational potential, featured in 
chapter two, my co-author and I highlighted how students’ potential to 
move in different social environments—that is, their capacity to feel at 
ease, interact and socialize with others in different social spaces—im-
pacts their ability to form a sense of “place belonging-ness” (Antonsich, 
2010) in the public realm. Prefixing “limited” to “navigational potential” 
highlights one of the core findings of this dissertation: the students, both 
male and female, were significantly restricted in their manoeuvring with-
in public spaces because of feelings of discrimination and social control, 
which impacted their sense of belonging and ability to imagine horizons 
beyond marginalized communities. These effects appeared across all the 
chapters. The limited ability to move freely in public spaces restricted their 
need to “be” and “belong” from going beyond the family. It also impacted 
how schooling choices were influenced by safety and space, reducing stu-
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dents’ potential of becoming—that is, their ability to shape new pathways 
through education. The effects of toleration status and the reaction Mus-
lim students had to Charlie Hebdo, furthermore, highlighted social ten-
sions. Characterized by distrust and uncertainty, these tensions forced mi-
grants and their children to stay within migrant spaces and communities. 
The process of being and becoming as young people, then, was bounded 
to spaces and encounters considered “safe”—and thus restricted to the 
communities and space of Neukölln’s neighbourhoods.

Some policy makers and school administrators consider gentrifi-
cation as the answer to introducing new horizons, as well as diversifying 
the social formations within Neukölln. However, as I learned, parents and 
young people alike perceived gentrification as pushing them out of a space 
that they were able to claim for themselves—a place they felt was safe to 
form a sense of belonging. The chapters of this dissertation show how 
belonging and attachment to place were most connected to the district 
of Neukölln, a finding that others have equally established within mar-
ginalized spaces (e.g. Kirkness & Tije-Dra, 2017; Husseini de Araujo & 
Bastita de Costa, 2017; August, 2014). The arrival of middle-class fam-
ilies and students to Neukölln created anxiety and fear for longer-time 
residents, shifting public spaces into discomfort zones (cf. Smets, 2017). 
Families were faced with either being pushed out to affordable peripheral 
neighbourhoods, such as Marzahn, which are rife with anti-immigrant 
and neo-Nazi sentiments, or retreating to their small apartments and 
family networks in an effort to stay. 

Despite retreating from public spaces and the limited navigational 
potential within Neukölln experienced by children of migrants, migrants 
and their children still had agency. For example, although girls were re-
stricted in their ability to navigate freely, they were not purely restricted to 
private spaces; nor were they submissive, naive or oppressed. Instead, they 
actively participated in their lives and skilfully navigated power dynamics 
across contexts and generations (see also e.g. Ehrkamp, 2013). For the 
boys, especially the elder brothers of my interlocutors, public space was 
a site of struggle (Ehrkamp, 2008), where belonging and identities were 
in constant states of repositioning vis-à-vis others along family, ethnic, 
political and religious lines. They employed creative tactics to feel safe and 
avoid feeling vulnerable, such as looking for other migrants in non-mi-
grant spaces or moving in groups, which allowed them to roam more con-
fidently in the public realm. Still, these tactics were a way to feel safe and 
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to increase their ability to move within spaces they could not claim as 
their own. 

Such limiting of navigational potential to marginalized spaces and 
within family networks links to Appadurai’s (2004) ideas on the “capacity 
to aspire” and “navigational capacity.” Aspirations are never formed solely 
by an individual; they are formed through interactions within “the thick of 
social life” (Appadurai, 2004, p. 67). Appadurai argues that aspirations dif-
fer for the rich and the poor not because the poor do not have aspirations, 
but because they have fewer resources and share these with each other less 
frequently, thereby affecting the achievable range of aspirations. In oth-
er words, unequal access to social, cultural and financial resources makes 
it difficult for students from disadvantaged backgrounds to “produce the 
performances” necessary to realize their aspirations (Bok, 2010, p. 176) 
and for their parents to mobilize resources that allow them to flourish. 
An encapsulation within marginalized social networks thus reduces the 
capacity to breach and realize new aspirations.

Furthermore, resource-poor families, such as the ones discussed in 
this dissertation, have a limited ability to explore alternative educational 
routes, leading to a “brittle horizon of aspirations” (Appadurai, 2004, p. 
69). The students may aspire to become doctors or lawyers, but have no 
concrete plans or realistic ideas regarding what the educational trajecto-
ries or professions require (Zipin, Sellar, Brennan, & Gale, 2015). Even 
among people in privileged positions, these careers are difficult to achieve. 
Additionally, when students with limited resources are confronted with 
obstacles, they are quick to give up and choose a new path (Gale & Park-
er, 2015), thus left with feelings of disappointment and disillusionment 
(Zipin et al., 2015). These disappointments then play back in chatter and 
gossip throughout the families and communities, thereby confirming that 
it is impossible to succeed outside the familiar zones of aspirations. This 
creates a tension between aspirations that can truly break intergeneration-
al trends and dreaming so big that the goals are unachievable to everyone 
but a rare few.

How students were spatially limited in their navigation, and thus 
also restricted in their capacity to aspire, suggests that moving toward 
new horizons can be difficult within the marginalized communities of 
Neukölln. Enduring states of crisis furthermore exasperated the ability 
to focus on the future. Such challenges are also strongly linked with how 
identities and belonging are shaped and moulded according to how spaces 
and encounters are perceived, a topic explored in the next section. 
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Generations and the effects of sociopolitical pressures on 
marginalized families practicing Islam 
This dissertation has shown how Germany’s longstanding struggles—first 
to recognize its large ever-growing migrant community and, second, in 
its late incorporation of policy changes to accommodate the increasingly 
diverse population—have had effects that reverberate across the genera-
tions. My interlocutors learned from a young age that they were seen as 
“foreigners,” “migrants” and “Muslims,” rather than as possessing attri-
butes that would make them belong to and be seen as part of Germany. 
Public discourses positioned them as the Other, as did encounters tainted 
by difference. Obstacles in their microworlds such as discrimination, rapid 
gentrification and social control furthermore distanced migrants and their 
children from being a part of Germany. This was especially apparent for 
those who practiced Islam.

The terror attack on Charlie Hebdo showed how acutely aware 
young Muslims are of how they and their families are represented in 
public discourses, and my findings underscore the individual and social 
challenges created by Othering. Children and grandchildren of migrants 
growing up in Germany are faced with images of themselves that are not 
neutral. In the United States as well, much like black Americans, mi-
grants, especially those of Arab origins, have faced violent representations 
of what Fordham (1996) has described as “riddled with images of lack” 
(p. 4). That is, they are seen as lacking the desire to  integrate, lacking 
motivation to pursue an education, lacking desired social competences by 
exhibiting hostility, aggressiveness, segregation and so forth. In Germany, 
media reports not only shape the opinions of those who have little to 
no contact with Muslim and migrant populations (Ogan, Willnat, Pen-
nington, & Bashir, 2014), but also influence how those with a migration 
background understand their acceptance within Germany. 

The chapters in this dissertation illustrated that these kinds of rep-
resentations are not without consequences on identity formation and a 
sense of belonging. Young Muslims in the diaspora “live in bodies infused 
with global and local conflict” (Fine & Sirin, 2007, p. 17), producing social 
and psychological tensions that are difficult to resolve. They are forced to 
position themselves between distant “home” countries that are immersed 
in conflict, their own religion which has been “seized” by terrorists and 
their country of residence that rejects them and even marks them as sus-
pect (Sirin & Fine, 2007). Such ungrounding and unfair treatment in so-
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ciety because of ethnic or religious membership relays to young and old 
that they are not full members of society (Maliepaard, Gijsberts, & Pha-
let, 2015; Schulz & Leszczensky, 2016). Within Germany, such processes 
have contributed to the children of migrants increasingly sharing ethnic 
identification and consciousness with one another as well as opposition to 
the majority group. The opposition has come in reaction to social exclu-
sion and denigration and invalidation of immigrant cultures (Çelik 2015; 
Diehl & Schell, 2006). 

Kublitz (2016), through her fieldwork with Palestinians refugees 
from Lebanon in Denmark (much like the family I described in chap-
ter four), examined this shift within generational processes, albeit with 
outcomes differing according to social processes. While the parents were 
members of the generation of the revolution supporting secular politics 
in Lebanon, the children came to embrace Islam within their European 
existence. Kublitz’s research sheds light on the German context I exam-
ined; Neukölln also provided fertile ground for “becoming Muslim” as a 
reaction to popular discourses identifying Muslim migrants as a threat to 
European society. Both generations reacted and responded to what the 
sociopolitical environment presented. Therefore, becoming Muslim in re-
sponse to a hostile environment can be seen as a navigational tactic that 
precludes easy access to other forms of identifying with or belonging to 
the nation-state.

This becomes even more complex when considering how students 
navigated their identities between social and more private encounters. 
Chapter five’s findings suggest that social pressures in social settings gen-
erated pronouncedly public ethnic and Muslim identities. By contrast, in-
dividual interviews and casual encounters outside school or sometimes in 
the family setting revealed more reflexive stances and dual ethnic-religious 
and national identities. The differences showed that many students faced a 
tension between expected public displays of ethnic-religious identification 
and more private desires to identify with Germany. Previous research on 
identities and belonging suggests that both national and ethnic identities 
seem to be important psychological resources for minorities to adjust in 
their host countries (e.g. Nguyen & Benet-Martínez, 2013). However, for 
Muslims in Germany—and to differing degrees, Europe at large, where 
Islamophobic exclusion is rampant—the double identities appear incom-
patible and create additional states of struggle (Kunst, Tajamal, Sam, & 
Ulleberg, 2012). Social identities are shaped during identity negotiations 
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that take place in close interaction with the social context ( Jasinskaja-La-
hti, Liebkind, & Solheim, 2008). Germany’s narrow approach to national 
belonging is thus certainly a contributing factor that hinders this develop-
ment of national identity formation among minorities, such as Muslims 
in Europe (Verkuyten, 2017; Kunst et al., 2012). Taking this into consid-
eration, the previous chapters’ findings suggest that maintaining internal 
hyphenated selves and showing external religious and ethnic identifica-
tion may be a way to maintain harmony and engage in self-protection 
within strong in-group and out-group dynamics. As such, both boys and 
girls often situated themselves differently in social situations according 
to what the environment demanded, whether it was being, for example, 
“Muslim,” “Palestinian,” “Turkish” and also—only when safe—at least a 
bit “German.” 

The strength of the social dynamics and the tendency to put up 
strong boundaries between “us” and “them” and to move into their own 
family networks and communities is repeatedly displayed throughout 
the chapters. Instead of wanting to face rejection and their insecure po-
sitioning in public spaces, my interlocutors looked to where their desired 
self-respect could be reinforced. For the young men, moving into gangs 
and crime instead of education was such an effect. Wellgraf ’s (2013) re-
search in Neukölln’s Hauptschüler showed how students from the lowest 
tier of the education system accumulated respect and a positive self-image 
through informal contexts, such as youth gangs, which were often linked 
to masculinity and an aggressive attitude. Wellgraf (2013) argues that 
these tactics are forms of resistance that “literally and metaphorically fight 
for alternative and compensatory recognition” (p. 165). Wellgraf argues 
that while joining gangs did not resolve the problem of misrecognition, 
it gave the students necessary social support via group membership and 
respectability as well as self-respect and self-confidence. At the same time, 
memberships based on strong boundaries between “us” and “them” could 
simultaneously create tensions as loyalty and support are not just given 
but also demanded. Similarly, the close family networks embedded within 
strong in-group and out-group boundaries can be seen as a similar reac-
tion to a hostile environment, with comparably high demands for loyalty 
and support (Ghadban 2008). 

How the young men navigated and positioned themselves in ev-
eryday encounters also reinforced these strong boundaries between “us” 
and “them.” For example, by “staring back” to seem threatening or by mov-
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ing in groups to avoid feeling vulnerable, Alyas, described in chapter two, 
created subject positions that made him seem intimidating. Subject posi-
tions become visible during interactions, being influenced by an individ-
ual’s background and prior experiences (Rosenkrantz-Lindegaard, 2009; 
Berckmoes, 2014). Based on stories or personal experiences of discrimina-
tion, young men like Alyas moved in ways that avoided the reproduction 
of victimhood by positioning himself as a potential risk. 

This type of navigation is difficult to combine with seizing future 
educational opportunities. Such positioning is not only confrontational 
in the schooling environment, but can also reinforce feelings of rejection 
when pursuing post-secondary education, vocational training or employ-
ment. Additionally, while schooling was a desired outcome for many par-
ents, it did not provide the needed sense of respect. Most post-secondary 
opportunities reside outside the “safe” periphery of the migrant spaces 
and communities, thus requiring tactics intended to self-protect and re-
duce the risk of being victimized. Partially for this reason, the likelihood 
of stronger in-group and out-group tendencies—shaping anti-democratic 
views or even radicalization risks—lie in the transition from secondary 
school (Tize, Berckmoes, De Jong, & Reis, 2021). 

How the children of migrants socially navigated these pathways 
can then be interpreted as the everyday occurrences that contributed to 
growing social segregation and social polarization. While migrants and 
their children feel rejected and fight misrecognition, they move into their 
own groups that mutually reinforce external feelings of discrimination 
and internal feelings of understanding and respect. McDoom (2012) ar-
gues that the forces leading to social polarization are embedded in secu-
rity threats, which are furthermore rooted in the power of group emo-
tions. Emotions, and particularly fear, McDoom (2012) argues, “activate 
psychological processes at the group level that lead to the polarization 
of intergroup attitudes” (p. 119). For Muslims in Germany, these funda-
mental shifts have escalated since 9/11, but also with more recent terror 
attacks, such as on Charlie Hebdo. Research in Germany has shown that 
discrimination toward migrants, and especially those practicing Islam, is 
rising drastically (SVR, 2018). These effects are not without repercussions 
for how young men and women perceive, identify and shape a sense of 
belonging in Germany—and thus how they navigate their educational 
aspirations. 
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Reiteration and resistance: Implications for future research
While this dissertation has primarily focused on the obstacles and path-
ways that hamper social mobility across the generations, every school, and 
even class, had brilliant examples of success. Some examples were bright 
shining stars, while others exhibited rather small, barely tangible tactics 
that lead to forms of resisting intergenerational trends. Let me review 
some examples: Aleah spent hours proving to her mom that it was OK to 
let her meet classmates outside of school hours, thus reducing, if not re-
moving, this hurdle for herself and her siblings and increasing her ability 
to navigate more freely. Imran, despite institutional pressures to transfer 
her daughter to a comprehensive secondary school, was steadfast, believ-
ing in her daughter’s capabilities and registering her at the highest tiered 
school, the Gymnasium. Imani’s and Laela’s protective tactics toward their 
younger siblings created alternative ways of navigating educational oppor-
tunities within one generation. The group of boys who decided to register 
collectively for university in a city rife with anti-immigrant sentiments 
created ways to navigate opportunities in post-secondary education. These 
examples show that the tactics of resisting intergenerational trends were 
equally observable and the students were shaping unique pathways. 

There were also early signs of “making it” and achieving new pat-
terns of educational success beyond their own families and communities. 
Alyas ended up leaving the comprehensive secondary school and chal-
lenged himself by entering a program elsewhere in Berlin with students 
from other districts, whom he hoped would inspire him to pursue a prom-
ising future. Laela found employment in education. Esrin made it through 
the trial years at the Gymnasium. Undeniably, other students, whose voices 
did not get a spot in my chapters, showed great promise not only in how 
they approached school, but also how they decided to navigate their pre-
dicaments. A focus on these tactics and strategies would surely be insight-
ful for future research to learn how they could be strengthened and made 
feasible for other students. 

Resistance was also found in collective actions. Bayat (2000) uses 
the term “quiet encroachment of the ordinary” to describe the “silent, pro-
tracted, but pervasive advancement of ordinary people on the properties 
of the powerful in order to survive and improve their lives” (p. 545). He 
argues that resistance is situated in the processes of everyday life; it is 
not a social movement or conscious strategy of everyday resistance, but 
rather a quiet and gradual grassroots activism of speaking back to the 
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dominant forces that shape the lives of the marginalized. Smyth (2016) 
applies Bayat’s conceptual lens to interpret young people’s disengagement 
from school. He argues that disengagement occurs among those who do 
not fit into the narrow moulds and ideals of the education system, and 
their disengagement is a political statement by refusing to accept the way 
they are treated. They are inadvertently asking for differing forms of edu-
cation and training that are more humane. Thinking along these lines, the 
mass school reforms in Germany were an answer to the large number of 
students with a migration background who were “tuning out, switching 
off, and dropping out” (Smyth, 2016, p. 136) and refusing to conform to a 
system that did not meet their needs. Collectively then, their counter-re-
actions to a hostile environment are “quietly, individually and gradually… 
although not always, collective and audible” (Bayat, 2000, p. 547). It is pre-
cisely this type of approach— a focus on the tactics of resisting intergen-
erational trends and how the “quiet encroachment” is taking root amongst 
young migrants in marginalized settings—that needs to be explored fur-
ther. Such insights can provide a baseline for better understanding what 
is happening and why, and how policies and interventions can address the 
needs to engage these families in education.

While statistical evaluations show that the educational perfor-
mances of children with a migration background are improving (Bil-
dungsbericht, 2018), challenges remain. Discrimination in the education 
system is still a major obstacle to being able to seize opportunities through 
education (Baur, 2010; Ditton, 2007; UN Ausschuss, 2015); equally chal-
lenging to opportunities across Germany’s expanse is rising social polar-
ization. This research shows the value of ethnography for shedding light 
on how such obstacles contribute to social vulnerabilities being transmit-
ted across the generations. Only by examining what is at stake in the 
students’ lives can we understand how discrimination shapes decisions 
in education and how social marginalization persists despite increasing 
structural opportunities through education.

Policy implications 
While educational policy is usually seen as the keystone to foster equality 
and opportunity (Dumas & Lefranc, 2012), this research has shown how 
the roots of the challenges go beyond school walls (see also e.g. Fordham, 
1996). While many implications can be drawn from these findings, I con-
centrate on four central policy implications.
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1. Supporting multiple identities and forms of belonging: As this re-
search has shown, schools are where identities and belonging are con-
templated and negotiated. They therefore serve as an ideal place to con-
structively reflect on and deconstruct identities and forms of belonging. 
To create an open dialog of self-reflection and self-exploration, stu-
dents need non-judgmental safe spaces where they can exchange 
knowledge, experience multiple perspectives and manage the strong 
emotions that might arise during these contemplations. Furthermore, 
these safe spaces, created by trained staff or external service providers, 
require regular deconstruction of media discourses that feed polariz-
ing tendencies. Schools must commit long-term attention to students 
throughout the course of their educational trajectories, with a special 
focus on the insecure and structurally challenging transitions between 
primary and secondary school as well as the transition out of school. 

2. Building social and cultural bridges: School staff familiarizing 
themselves with students’ home lives through home visits and par-
ent-teacher meetings has become a common practice. However, how 
familiarization is executed and which “lens” the staff uses to view the 
situation varies greatly. While such insights have the potential to trans-
form students’ experiences in education, without proper guidance or 
reflection, teachers may simplistically invoke “cultural” or “class” as ex-
planations for student behaviours. In other words, such efforts, under 
the assumption that one particular perspective is better than anoth-
er, can perpetuate deep-seated racial issues (Ladson-Billings, 2006). 
Many teachers lack a nuanced understanding of how different forces 
interact and thereby create school failure, instead ascribing the failures 
to culture. Sometimes the word “culture” is used euphemistically for 
“race” or some other difference. As a result, school staff would benefit 
from learning how to engage with cultural subtleties and differences. 
Reflecting on what their own culture is, and how their cultural ex-
pectations are projected onto their students and the students’ families, 
may additionally provide insights. Lastly, the differences between the 
effects of socioeconomic status and culture can aid in understanding 
the processes at play in students’ lives. Such knowledge acquisition 
would best be integrated into teacher trainings before teachers enter 
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the school system as well as in the form of in-school training, consid-
ering the high number of teachers who switch to teaching mid-career 
(Quereinsteiger-innen) without formal education. As was also shown 
in this research, intercultural mediators can play a vital cultural trans-
lation role for families and educators. Such efforts can promote bonds 
and understanding between school staff, students and their families. 

3. Creating safe spaces: This research demonstrated how processes of 
gentrification—and the associated departure of those most vulnera-
ble—not only creates insecurity, fear and resentment, but also damages 
the strong territorial attachments that are often prevalent among the 
residents of marginalized and/or stigmatized neighbourhoods. Ana-
lysing the effects of gentrification should therefore not focus just on 
physical renewal, but also on the social impacts (Smets, 2017). Fear 
of contact with the “Other” and fear of being misunderstood and dis-
criminated against mean that creating new initiatives to bridge old 
and new residents might not be an ideal approach. To gain access 
and make contacts, already established social fixtures within trusted 
environments (such as parent breakfasts, mother groups and father 
groups) may provide more fertile ground for involvement and grass-
roots activism. Additionally, proactive engagement by police forces 
and community initiatives to make public spaces more accessible to 
all the residents may foster better Zusammenleben (“living together”). 
 

4. Easing the effects of toleration status: Toleration status puts individ-
uals in long-term states of insecurity with long-lasting effects. While 
changes have taken place to allow more opportunities while on this 
so-called toleration status, challenges remain. This research provides 
evidence for simplifying and shortening the time as well as enabling 
greater stability for families as a whole, particularly by allowing young 
people to foresee futures within post-secondary education.




